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MATE RECOGNITION AND FIDELITY IN CAPTIVE 
SANDHILL CRANES 
PETER W. SHANNON, Audubon Park Zoo, New Orleans, Louisiana 70178 
Abstract: Two pairs of greater sandhill cranes (Crus canadensis tabida) were maintained at Audubon Park 
Zoo in separate but adjacent exhibits. The male of pair #2 was killed and due to medical problems associ-
ated with the female of pair #1, male #1 and female #2 were placed together. These birds subsequently 
bonded but did not nest. Following a 17 month separation, female #1 was moved to an area where she 
could hear but not see male #1 and female #2 . Almost immediately, male #1 began attempting to move 
himself closer to female #1 . They were placed together, the pair bond was reestablished, and they nested. 
The Audubon Park Zoo has maintained sandhill 
cranes since at least 1969. A pair of greater sandhill 
cranes was present in the collection in 1976 (pair 
#1). Their acquisition date and source are un-
known. A young pair of greater sandhills (pair #2) 
was acquired from Patuxent Wildlife Research 
Center in January 1977. The two pairs were kept 
in separate exhibits in different locations between 
1977 and 1980 with no visual or vocal contact. Al-
though the records prior to 1981 are incomplete, 
pair #1 did lay 2 infertile clutches of eggs in May 
and June 1977 and 1 infertile clutch in May 1978. 
Only 1. attempted copulation was ever noted in 
February 1978. No nesting activity was noted for 
pair #2 prior to 1980. 
In April 1980, the pairs were moved to adjacent 
exhibits in a newly developed area of the zoo. Pair 
#1 was placed in Exhibit A (Fig. 1), 0.5 ha in size 
and shared with bison (Bison bison), white-tailed 
deer (Odocoilieus virginianus), wild turkey (Meleagris 
gallopavo), and Canada geese (Branta canadensis). 
Pair #2 was placed in a slightly smaller enclosure 
(Fig. 1, Exhibit B) shared with elk (Cervus 
canadensis). Both exhibits were enclosed with 2.5 m 
chainlink fencing on 3 sides and a raised (3 m) 
public boardwalk on the fourth side. The exhibit 
fences were 1 m apart so the pairs had visual and 
auditory contact but could not reach each other. 
The birds were rendered flightless via tenectomy 
but this did not prevent them from occasionally 
crossing over the chainlink fencing. 
Pair #2 produced a single egg in June 1980 
which was left with them beyond the normal in-
cubation period and proved to be infertile. In 
March 1981, they were noted dancing and eggs 
were laid on 6 and 8 May. On 9 May, male #2 was 
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killed by the elk, apparently while defending the 
nest site. Both eggs were collected and proved to 
be infertile. 
Pair #1 had not nested in 1980 or 1981. Due to 
con tinued harassment of female #2 by the elk af-
ter her mate's death, she was moved to Exhibit A 
to join pair #1 on 20 June 1981. On 5 July, female 
#2' s right leg was broken by the bison and she had 
to be removed from the exhibit for treatment. In 
October 1981, female #1 was removed from the 
exhibit for what was to be prolonged treatment for 
an impacted uropygial gland. Female #2 was re-
turned to Exhibit A at that time, and by the end of 
December male #1 and female #2 were unison call-
ing and dancing together as a pair. 
Throughout spring and summer 1982, male #1 
and female #2 danced and attempted copUlation 
but nesting did not occur. In November, 13 
months after her removal, female #1 was returned 
to Exhibit A but was removed the next day due to 
injuries that were apparently inflicted by the resi-
dent pair of cranes. 
On 23 March 1983, female #1 was moved to a 
holding pen (Fig. 1, Exhibit D) from which she 
could hear but not see the pair in Exhibit A. Almost 
immediately, female #l and male #1 began calling 
to each other. Male #1 crossed the chainlink barrier 
into Exhibit B on 2 9 March, presumably in an ef-
fort to approach female #1. On 2 April, he crossed 
the public boardwalk and was pacing the edge of 
Exhibit C near Exhibit D. Since he had stopped uni-
son calling with female #2, he was moved into 
Exhibit D with his former mate. The reunited pair 
produced 2 eggs in May, which they incubated but 
were infertile. 
Female #2 was loaned to another institution in 
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July 1983, and male #1 and female #1 were returned 
to Exhibit A. Prior to the 1984 nesting season, fe-
male #1 was killed by the bison and the male was 
subsequently loaned to another institution. 
Male #1 and female #1 were paired for at least 
5 years and had produced 3 clutches of eggs be-
fore separation in late 1981. Male #1 readily ac-
cepted a new mate but with the return of female 
#1 after 17 months, he abandoned this new mate 
and reestablished the old pair bond. It was appar-
ent from male #l's immediate response to female 
#l's presence (unison calling and crossing barriers 
to approach her), that he remembered her as a 
mate. The return of female #1 apparently negated 
any bonding that was occurring between male #1 
and female #2. The aggression toward female #1 
when she was briefly placed with male #1 and fe-
male #2 was not witnessed. However, considering 
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male #l's subsequent reaction to female #1, it is 
suspected that the injuries were inflicted by female 
#2. 
The stability of long term pairs and memories 
of former mates could have definite impact on the 
management of cranes in captivity. If memory of 
past mates is common, it could hinder the manage-
ment of large numbers of birds at a single institu-
tion. If a need arises to rearrange pairs for genetic 
or behavioral reasons, extended auditory isolation 
from previous mates may be advisable to ensure 
proper bonding. Mate memory could possibly be 
used as a management strategy to stimulate repro-
duction. As with pair #1, separation and reunion 
of a non-reproductive pair may stimulate nesting. 
Also, separating a pair of birds with a tenuous re-
lationship and bringing them back together again 
might help in the bonding process. 
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Figure 1. Sandhill crane exhibit configuration. A-bison exhibit; B-elk exhibit; C-South America exhibit; D-holding pen. 
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